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Zigeuner, Wilde und Exoten (‘Gypsies, Savages and Exotic Foreigners’) explores images of the Other in 19th century French literature, focussing on classics as well as on less well-known works of François-René de Chateaubriand, Victor Hugo, Théophile Gautier, Prosper Mérimée, George Sand and Pierre Loti. As numerous studies such as the ones by Powell (1998), Hartman (1994), Bartfeld (1993), and Maingueneau (1984) demonstrate, this is a very rich field of current research and a topic of major importance not only for a better understanding of 19th century identity constructs in France but also for a deeper analysis of highly popular neo-colonial perspectives in contemporary literature and society.

Hölz’s study links very successfully several of the current specialist studies, and it offers completely new and original insights into the literary works analysed, by combining the different approaches of culture and gender research. As such, his interpretation of the images of ‘good savages’ in Chateaubriand’s Atala (1801), René (1802) and other works demonstrates already in chapter 1 that the Other is used to confirm Western identity constructs. In accordance with popular critiques of European civilisation such as Rousseau’s Discours sur l’inégalité, Voltaire’s L’ingénu or Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Paul et Virginie, Chateaubriand stresses the savages’ “bonté naturelle” (p. 19). However, he also accepts the traditional dichotomies, which confirm European superiority over the deficiencies of savage cultures (‘civilisé – sauvage, génie – instinct, penser – sentir, finesse – simplicité, bonté morale – bonté naturelle, vertu – innocence’, p. 38). From such deficiencies we can draw the conclusion that the savage needs substantial protection and guidance deriving from  ‘the triumph of Christianity’ (p. 40). In this context, there is a clear parallel between the ‘homme naturel’ and female stereotypes of that period since the latter tend to cover similar aspects (‘instinct, sentir, innocence’). The link is obvious: Within patriarchal constructs of society, women too need protection and guidance, and share essentially the same destiny as the savages, ‘das Schicksal, in einer “Unterwerfungsgeschichte bei gleichzeitiger Idealisierung” dienendes Substrat der kulturellen Selbstreflexion zu werden’ (p. 44).

In chapter 2, Hölz looks at images of gypsies in Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris. They confirm that the Other does not only cause curiosity but also colonial fear, which leads to images justifying their marginalisation and domination. Here too Otherness is portrayed ‘um sie [die Andersheit] in einem partriarchal und ethnozentrisch-gelenkten Deutungsschema dem fatalen Mechanismus der Selbstbestätigung zu unterwerfen’ (p. 74).

Aesthetic arrangements and exotic visions in the works of Théophile Gautier are at the core of chapter 3. Considering Mademoiselle de Maupin, Eldorado and the more theoretical descriptions in Constantinople and L’Orient, Hölz reveals a ‘weiblich imaginierten Orientalismus und Ästhetizismus’ in Gautier’s literature (p. 89). Travelling into an exotic distance is portrayed in such a way that it links up to socio-cultural patterns of male domination over women (p. 101).

Mérimée’s Carmen, analysed in chapter 4, is a particularly interesting example of the tensions between male fear and desire, which lead to a peculiar and often incoherent portrayal of the gypsy culture. Overall, the clichés of gypsies reconstructed in Mérimée’s work are not fundamentally different to the stereotypes in Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (see chapter 2). However, the strong fatal attraction of the female Other, extremely obvious in the case of Carmen and her influence on Don José, leads to bizarre constructs of both figures as simultaneously characteristic and non-characteristic representatives of their respective cultures. Their fatal encounter reaches a culminating point with Carmen’s rejection of Don José’s plea ‘laisse-moi te sauver et me sauver avec toi’ (p. 128).

The analysis of gypsy portrayals continues with the discussion of George Sand’s La Filleule (chapter 5), and such portrayals are re-integrated into the wider context of European assimilation strategies of the Other via an in-depth interpretation of Pierre Loti’s Le roman d’un spahi (1881) and Madame Chrysanthème (1887) in chapter 6. Hölz adds here a series of new insights but at the same time he confirms once more that the images of cultural differences in 19th century French literature are fundamentally based on images of gender characteristics. Chateaubriand’s, Hugo’s, Gautier’s, Mérimée’s, Sand’s and Loti’s descriptions of gypsies, savages and exotic foreigners follow implicitly or explicitly popular images and stereotypes of femininity. Within a patriarchal society, this female “mise en scene” of the Other facilitates its control. It contributes substantially to justify, confirm and stabilise existing power hierarchies, and it can be used to legitimate a permanent marginalisation and suppression of the Other. 

Zigeuner, Wilde und Exoten clearly confirms this link between gender and ethnocentric power discourse. However, by combining the approaches of gender and culture research Hölz also delivers completely new insights into this link and its portrayal within French 19th century literature. His study is also well written and as such highly recommendable not only for a wider academic audience, including students and postgraduate researchers, but for everyone interested in French 19th century literature, gender discourse and power discourse.
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